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issues in parishes/towns with both communities 
and landowners, including walk-over surveys of 
ecologically failing water bodies. This fundamental 
information is compiled together and used to generate 
improvement projects and recommendations that are 
then discussed and implemented by stakeholders, and 
embedded in local parish and neighbourhood plans. 
An example of the WILD project has taken place in 
Siddlington parish in the Upper Thames Catchment. 
The parish did not experience flooding from the River 
Churn during the extreme weather during the 2013/14 
winter because of a few key local actions identified 
through the ILD process: in September 2013 the local 
community and landowners unblocked silt from road 
drains and culverts, allowing the water to flow naturally 
in ditches and meadows (see Figure 4).
The River Churn that flows through Siddlington parish 
has been failing on its ecological status. By reconnecting 
the river to its natural flood plain (with the support of 
the farming community), the ecological status will be 
improved, together with the health of the farmland, and 
also flood risk within the community has been reduced. 
tHe WILd PROJeCt 
There was a particular desire to develop a project 
that implemented a partnership approach within 
the catchment-based approach, and an opportunity 
arose across 20 parishes within the Upper Thames 
catchment around the Cotswold Water Park, an area 
of many lakes created after gravel extraction. The aim 
was to demonstrate the benefits of linking together 
community, environmental and agricultural interests 
to provide a test bed for localised problem-solving and 
cost–benefit analysis using ILD.
The WILD project (Water with Integrated Local 
Delivery) was developed in partnership with four 
organisations working together to facilitate and 
improve the ecological status of the rivers and 
watercourses in the Cotswold Water Park. The WILD 
project partnership was established in January 2012 
and is led by Gloucestershire FWAG and includes 
Gloucestershire Rural Community Council, Cotswold 
Water Park Trust and CCRI.
The WILD project has been engaging with local 
communities and landowners since May 2013 by 
encouraging them to get involved in understanding 
their local watercourses and the management of them. 
Through local community participation, delivery 
plans are being produced that will see enhancements 
over a three-year period. 
The ILD framework has been used in the WILD 
project by discussing and mapping water-related 
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The Millennium Development Goal (MDG) target on access to drinking water, to “halve, by 2015, the proportion of population with sustainable 
access to an improved water source, urban and rural” 
and the “proportion of urban population with access to 
improved sanitation”, is now considered to have been 
achieved. However, 768 million people still lack access 
to potable water, and in sub-Saharan Africa the numbers 
without access to potable water actually increased by 
63 million between 1990 and 20111.  
As Skinner2 points out, while progress has been made 
on access to water, definitions as to what that means 
are inconsistent. The apparent success in reaching 
the target fails to take into account factors such as 
whether the water source is still operational, whether 
the costs preclude the poor from accessing it, whether 
certain groups are denied access by others and whether 
marginalised groups who are not officially counted are 
included in the official statistics.
This vagueness results in Uganda claiming that it has 
achieved this part of the MDG despite the fact that, in a 
population of approximately 36 million, only 1.5 million 
have access to piped water.
tHe POLICy CONtext: tHe GLOBaL sOutH
Since the 1990s, many governments in the Global 
South have decentralised the management of water 
resources. This process was driven initially by the fallout 
of the Third World debt crisis of the 1980s, in which 
governments were forced to adopt structural adjustment 
policies by the World Bank and International Monetary 
Fund in return for financial support to overcome 
indebtedness to the commercial banking system of 
the Global North. Like the countries affected by the 
2007 — 2008 banking crisis in the Global North, indebted 
countries were required to cut back on government 
expenditure and encourage other stakeholders such as 
communities, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) 
and civil society groups to take responsibility for the 
running of public services.
This move to decentralisation coincided with a growing 
trend in development thinking that encouraged 
bottom-up development through participation with those 
groups in the Global South that had traditionally been 
omitted from decision-making, namely the economically 
and politically marginalised poor3. Participatory 
development and decentralisation of decision-making 
of services such as water simultaneously managed the 
rare feat of appealing to the political right through its 
transfer of resources from the public to the private 
sector and the replacement of big government by small 
government, and the political left, who were in favour 
of empowering the poor. 
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Within sub-Saharan Africa, Zimbabwe’s 1998 Water Act, 
Uganda’s 1999 Water Act, Kenya’s 2002 Water Act and 
Malawi’s 2003 National Water Act, among many others, 
all sought to a greater or lesser extent to decentralise 
water resources management to the user level and reduce 
the direct role of the state in their management. The 
expectations were that, once in place, decentralisation 
would deliver improved services. However, in the 
past decade, the performance of these newly created 
management systems has come under critical scrutiny4.
A key criticism is that the newly created management 
groups, in Uganda called Water User Committees 
(WUCs), are unaware of the rights and responsibilities 
that have been transferred to them under the new 
regime. This is exacerbated by the fact that, in many rural 
and peri-urban communities, water has traditionally 
been managed by customary rights, many of which are 
based upon oral traditions or long-standing informal 
agreements that may or may not be compatible with the 
modern rights that are meant to have replaced them. 
tHe POLICy CONtext: tHe 1999 uGaNda WateR aCt
In Uganda, the 1999 Water Act (hereafter referred to as 
the Act) is now the principle law that regulates the water 
sector. One of its objectives is “to promote the rational 
management and use of the waters of Uganda through 
use of appropriate standards, co-ordination of activities, 
allocation and delegation of responsibilities”5.
A key strategy is to enable the formation of WUCs, 
whose membership is drawn from the beneficiaries 
of the water supply, tasking them with ensuring the 
proper maintenance of the water system by collecting 
revenue from users. This demonstrates the move from a 
rights-based to a more market-based system of resource 
allocation. However, while handing over responsibility 
for day-to-day planning and running of water resources 
to WUCs, the Act also vests all water rights in the 
government, who has therefore become the owner of 
all water resources in Uganda. 
Local authorities are required to organise the formation 
of WUCs within their area, although the responsibility 
for this task between the district, sub-county or parish 
is ambiguously drafted within the Act, which has added 
to the confusion. Once created, the WUC is responsible 
for planning and managing the point-source water 
supply (eg. boreholes and shallow wells) in the area. 
The unclear drafting of the Act is one factor that has 
made the implementation of better functioning local 
water supplies less successful than had been expected.
The Act defined the basic level of water supply 
(see Figure 1) from a public water point within a 
distance of 1.5 km of all households; this has since 
been updated to 1 km in line with international 
standards. Ugandan consumption averages 
12–14 L/(person·day) in rural areas and less than 17 L/
(person·day) in urban areas with a population greater 
than 5,0006.
The Act also highlighted protected springs, hand pumps 
and gravity flow schemes as appropriate technology 
options for rural and sparsely populated peri-urban 
areas. Community contributions in the form of cash 
or kind should be made towards construction based 
on the technology choice; furthermore, operational 
and maintenance costs have to be fully paid for by the 
beneficiaries except in situations where the costs are 
beyond the capacity of the community.
This clause is also ambiguous in that it is difficult to 
identify when that point has been reached. The policy 
promotes de facto community ownership as a strategy 
for ensuring sustainability; therefore the users `own’ 
all protected water sources or sources that have been 
constructed in their communities, though this clearly 
contradicts the clause that vests all ownership of water 
in central government.
CReatING FuNCtIONING WuCs aNd WIdeR CIVIL 
eNGaGeMeNt: IN tHeORy
The community is required by law to form WUCs to 
manage, operate and maintain point water sources. The 
WUCs are set up by a mobiliser from either the district, 
sub-county or parish level. The approach is to make use 
of participatory tools to allow the community to identify 
and solve their own water and sanitation (WASH) 
 Figure 1. daily consumption (L/(person·day)) of fresh 
water in the uK compared to ugandan 1999 Water act 
target. (source: Water Footprint Network7)
problems, i.e. learning-by-doing through self-discovery.
This strategy is based on the premise that people are 
the most valuable resource, that the process is about 
furthering human development, and that the fulfilment 
of human potential occurs as the working groups set 
up in the community are given more responsibilities. 
The participatory tools are intended as a starter to a 
process that should encourage the community into 
continuous dialogue and that should be followed up 
with home visits by the newly empowered WUCs and 
district water officers.
The first activities involve the entire community, or 
as many people as are available, and revolve around 
mapping the current resources in their settlement 
and the identification of gaps in relation to water and 
sanitation provision, as a first step in enabling them to 
identify needs, thereby providing the community with 
data to apply to local government for help to fill these 
gaps in services. The next stage involves identifying 
various sanitation issues and best practices. The 
mobiliser enters into a discussion with the WUC. He 
or she should continue to train the WUCs individually 
then collectively on their roles and responsibilities such 
as promoting good sanitation practice, the operation 
and maintenance of the water source, gender inclusion, 
environmental maintenance, how to collect funds for 
the services, book-keeping and monitoring the facilities.
This strategy of placing responsibility on the WUCs to 
act as promoters and instigators of good sanitation and 
local environmental practices is conceptually sound. 
If done well, it empowers the community to act as a 
homogeneous self-governed group and reduces their 
reliance on the government for funds or services. 
At the same time it helps to unlock the vast amount 
of water resources within Uganda by unlocking 
the potential energy and resourcefulness of local 
communities whose long-term livelihoods and health 
are dependent upon good management of those water 
resources.
tHe PeRFORMaNCe OF WuCs IN PRaCtICe
The Ugandan Ministry of Water and Environment 
(MWE) claims that 71 per cent of the 278 WUCs that it 
sampled were functional8. However, this figure seems 
to be significantly higher than the findings of this 
research project, which were that only 10 per cent of 
WUCs from the three districts that participated in the 
research met regularly, and a district deputy water 
officer stated that, from her experience throughout 
south and central Uganda, she did not think the MWE 
figures matched reality. Many WUCs that were visited 
during the research had met only once since they were 
established over a decade ago, with one sheet of paper 
displaying their very first meeting as the only record 
of any activity during that period. 
 Figure 2. a badly degraded 'protected' spring with low flow rates leading to long queues and poor access to the site, 







66 | environmental SCIENTIST | October 2014
CASE STUDY
October 2014 | environmental SCIENTIST | 67
CASE STUDY
In the Mukono District, east of Kampala, WUCs were faced 
with abuse and physical attack from community members 
when attempting to collect funds, and the majority of 
community members refused to contribute. Accounts of 
the misuse of WUC rolling funds were common. 
Typically, they were being used for home improvements, 
food, gambling and alcohol, creating an atmosphere of 
distrust and frustration. Poor management of the WUCs 
is caused by internal mismanagement and corruption 
and by external pressure from other community 
members who undermine well-meaning WUC officers 
in carrying out their duties.
tHe CONsequeNCes OF POOR MaNaGeMeNt ON 
WateR suPPLy PROVIsION
Access to an improved water source, defined by the MDGs 
as “reasonable access to an adequate amount of water from 
an improved source” such as the communal resources 
managed by WUCs, also includes household connections, 
public standpipes and rainwater collection. Unimproved 
sources include vendors, tanker trucks and unprotected 
wells and springs8. Reasonable access is internationally 
defined as 1 km in rural areas and 0.2 km in urban areas.
The national functionality of rural supplies, defined as 
producing water to a pre-set standard at time of visit, was 
recorded as 83 per cent in 2012, although according to 
MWE the research was underfunded and consequently 
the sample was not fully representative of the national 
situation. This figure has stagnated between 80 and 83 
per cent over the past 9 years and is considerably lower 
than the sector target of 90 per cent.
As of June 2012 access to improved water within 1 km 
in rural areas was 64 per cent, a decline of 1 per cent 
compared to 2011. In urban areas access increased from 
66 per cent in 2011 to 69 per cent in 2012. The post-1999 
regime is therefore inconsistent in the outcomes with 
respect to functionality and access, and cannot be 
considered as having met the expectations of those 
who drafted the Act.
Functionality currently sits at 82–86 per cent for all technologies 
apart from shallow wells, which was 71 per cent in 2010—2011 
and 74 per cent in 2011—2012. Wells have the lowest level of 
functionality and protected springs have the highest. An 
important factor in explaining the low functionality of wells 
is the lack of trained hand-pump mechanics9.
 Figure 3. discussing issues with a WuC. (© Oscar McLaughlin) 
Seventeen per cent of the sources are low yielding 
and 10 per cent are classed as vandalised. A further 8 
per cent have limited functionality due to poor water 
quality. Technical breakdowns account for 43 per cent of 
non-functionality, with an inability to afford worn-out 
parts being a major factor. In such cases, government 
claims it would step in to finance the repair although 
in practice this is very rare.
Of the 66 per cent of the rural population with access 
to an improved water supply, 24 per cent have access to 
piped water (public outlets and private and institutional 
connections) and 76 per cent to point water sources (deep 
borehole, shallow well, protected spring, rainwater 
harvesting tank). In rural areas access to safe drinking 
water varies from a low of 20 per cent in Kaabong District 
to 93 per cent in Rukangiri District. Urban centres show 
similar fluctuations. 
WateR quaLIty PROBLeMs
The quality of water is something not taken into account 
by the MDGs in terms of access to water. However, the 
MWE10 states that water quality problems accounted 
for 8 per cent of non-functioning water sources, but 
national standards of water quality indicators fall well 
short of international indicators. For example, total iron 
content has a 79 per cent compliance rate with national 
guidelines but a 45 per cent rate with higher World Health 
Organization (WHO) guidelines. Similarly the E.coli 
compliance rate is 97 per cent, in agreement with national 
guideline, but only meets 63 per cent of WHO guidelines.
This questions what the country’s access to improved 
water sources may actually be (further complicated by 
reports of water quality varying widely during the day 
depending on use), as well as the robustness of Uganda’s 
water quality assessment, which the MWE has already 
stated is very under-funded10.This indicates the range of 
highly technical issues that, in theory, WUCs need to have 
some knowledge of if they are to maintain and challenge 
the existing provision in order to facilitate improvements. 
tRyING tO uNdeRstaNd WHy WuCs uNdeRPeRFORM
As a consequence of the patchy performance of WUCs, 
between November 2012 and May 2013 a series of 
workshops were held to try to understand the causes 
and address the issues that were holding back their 
performance. The project was jointly run by a Ugandan 
NGO, the National Association of Professional 
Environmentalists (NAPE) and a geography student on 
placement from the University of the West of England.
It was important that WUCs and other members of the 
communities participated in the project so that those 
individuals responsible for maintaining the WASH 
systems could explain the circumstances in their local 
communities and in this way learn from each other. WUC 
members and people from the wider community from the 
Mukono, Nakawa and Luwero Districts were involved.
These are urban, peri-urban and rural districts in or near 
Kampala, with a high percentage of people living in 
informal settlements. They were selected because NAPE 
had worked in the districts for over a decade and had 
established good relationships with the district, sub-county 
and parish elected representatives and WUC members.
In addition to the WUCs, a range of stakeholders were 
also invited to participate, including civil servants, 
members of higher government and other civil society 
organisations such as WaterAid, Community Integrated 
Development Initiatives and the Uganda Rain Water 
Association. To provide a wider view, 10 unannounced 
visits were also undertaken to WUCs not represented at 
the workshops, to speak directly to community members 
and WUC members who had no previous contact with 
the researchers (see Figure 3). 
This had the added benefit of increasing the number of 
women interviewed, who tended to be under-represented 
in the workshops despite their predominant role in 
collecting water. 
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more systematic research is required to fully test its 
effectiveness, although preliminary evidence seems to 
be positive. Nevertheless, even with the relatively small
amount of evidence that exists, we believe that the 
findings may be of value to other countries that 
have followed the same path with respect to the 
decentralisation of water management.
distributing copies to those community members who 
would be most interested and influential within their 
communities. In addition, district officials, low-level 
government officials and high-ranking employees 
from the National Water and Sewerage Corporation 
provided another outlet for knowledge transfer and the 
distribution of the handbook.
sOMe PReLIMINaRy IMPaCts OF tHe HaNdBOOK
Since the distribution of the handbook in the Nakawa 
municipality in Kampala, three sub-counties of Luwero 
and 10 villages in Mukono town council in April 2013, 
it has been used by WUCs to educate communities in 
the management of water sources and to improve the 
functioning of the WUCs. Although there has as yet been 
no systematic follow-up research to evaluate its impact, 
informal reports from 
WUCs via NAPE describe 
significant improvements in 
the payment of water user 
fees. There have also been 
reports of improved hygiene 
and sanitation practices 
around water facilities. 
WUCs who have received 
the handbook are now 
far more knowledgeable 
about their rights to 
water and sanitation. 
One example is in the 
Zirobwe Sub-County of 
Luwero District where one 
WUC used the handbook 
to demand their right to 
water in circumstances 
where an individual had 
recently bought and fenced 
off the land on which their 
community water source was placed. That individual 
was asked to remove the fence by the local government 
officers, who made use of the handbook to illustrate the 
illegality of the enclosure.
The community development officer within Zirobwe 
appreciates the impact the handbook has created. As 
well as the previous case, the reporting and fixing of 
non-functioning boreholes have improved compared to 
the time before the handbook was available.
WUCs from informal settlements within Nakawa 
Municipality, using their rights to water and sanitation, 
have petitioned the municipality to test water sources, 
having learned from the handbook that local government 
has a responsibility to undertake this essential testing. 
As a consequence spring wells were identified as 
contaminated and these wells have been closed, which 
should improve local health.
WHat Was LeaRNed?
A key factor that emerged during the participatory 
workshops was that the majority of poorly functioning 
WUCs and the wider communities in which they were 
located had very little understanding of their rights and 
responsibilities as set out in the 1999 Act. The principle 
output from the research was an illustrated bilingual 
(English and Luganda) handbook for WUCs11 (see Figure 4).
The handbook aimed to educate and inform the WUC 
members about their roles and responsibilities, in order 
to allow them to understand their rights to water and 
sanitation and to provide them with some basic professional 
communication and conflict-resolution skills that would allow 
them to fulfil their roles as WUC members by having a more 
professional attitude. The five-page booklet, which doubles 
up to 10 when translated, 
is divided into a series of 
clearly defined sections. 
The first is a summary of 
people’s rights, as citizens 
of Uganda, to water and 
sanitation, with reference 
to the particular act, policy, 
statute or constitution that 
the rights apply, to give a 
higher level of authority. 
The aim of this part was to 
give the community a legal 
toolkit to either demand 
better services from the 
government or give them 
legal authority to function, 
as intended by the 1999 Act 
and other water-related 
acts. Subsequently, the 
handbook describes the 
roles and responsibilities 
of the community towards water and sanitation, such 
as keeping up good practices of sanitation. 
It then provides each of the six members of the WUCs 
with a clear explanation of their individual roles and 
responsibilities and provides timetabled activities for 
certain members. It also provides a checklist for the WUC 
to check the sanitary state of the environment, as well 
as general tips for maintaining good levels of household 
and community sanitation and health.
The final section contains basic communication skills for 
dealing with members of the community. All of these 
sections are complemented with illustrations to help 
convey the message to those who cannot read.
Once the handbook had been produced, a final workshop 
was convened where its contents were explained to the 
participants and which served as an efficient method of 
 Figure 4. the front page of the handbook. (source: NaPe11)
CONCLusION 
The water resource management reforms that have 
taken place in the Global South since the 1990s were 
based on redefining the role of the public sector in 
the management of resources. They focused on an 
institutionalised approach to managing communal 
resources to allow for management and use that would 
not degrade the quality of those resources.
The Ugandan 1999 Water Act was one of many 
community water management reforms to sweep across 
the Global South, concentrating on water provision 
from non-conventional sources such as boreholes 
and protected streams. In theory this is conceptually 
appropriate as it should help to empower the community, 
bestow a sense of ownership upon them and encourage 
a participatory grass-roots management system that in 
turn legitimises the process of decentralisation of power 
and reduces inappropriate government intervention.
However, this research has found that assumptions 
in the 1999 Water Act concerning the willingness and 
ability of communities and WUCs to undertake the often 
complex and at times highly politicised tasks assigned 
to them were based on over-simplistic and optimistic 
expectations, with the result that their functionality has 
been compromised. A key factor in undermining their 
functionality was a lack of knowledge of the rights and 
responsibilities within WUCs and the wider community.
The work undertaken in Mukono, Nakawa and Luwero 
Districts provides some preliminary evidence that the 
provision of a user-friendly handbook that enables 
literate and illiterate members of the community 
to learn about their rights may help to improve the 
functionality of WUCs and therefore the management 
of water supplies at a community level. However, 
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